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PS5310 Ethical Decision Making for Communicators 

SPRING 2019—Wednesdays, 6:10 pm to 8 pm 

201A Philosophy Hall (near 116th & Amsterdam) 

Credits: 3 

Instructor:   Frank J. Oswald  

Office Hours: By appointment, as needed. I also keep time open before and after class, but ask that you send me a 

request a few days in advance, if you’d like to get together.  
Response Policy: Email me any time at frank.oswald@columbia.edu. I’ll typically get back to you in 12 hours or less; 

often much faster. If something urgent comes up, you can also text me: 203-767-5488. (Please 

remember to identify yourself in the text.)  

 

Course Overview 
This elective course addresses the growing need for ethical leadership among communications and marketing professionals— 

both to build trust among increasingly socially conscious stakeholders and protect an organization’s reputation. Students will 

learn—through case studies, class discussions and assignments—how to identify ethical dilemmas, analyze potential risks and 

opportunities by applying ethical reasoning, and to formulate persuasive arguments for winning support for their positions from 

within and outside their organizations. Students will also learn how to integrate ethical decision making into long-term 

communications and business planning. This course will focus on current events involving issues specific to communications and 

marketing professionals, including the growing influence of false and misleading information, micro-targeting racial, ethnic and 

other groups, misuse of consumer data and other potentially career-defining challenges.     
 
While designed for students enrolled in the Master of Science in Strategic Communication program, “Ethical Decision Making 

for Communicators” is open, space permitting, to all School of Professional Studies students. The course can provide these 

students with an action-oriented framework for identifying, analyzing and confronting ethical issues in the workplace.  

Learning Objectives 
 LO1. Define the importance and value of ethics to successful business and brands.   

 LO2. Identify ethical dilemmas encountered by communications and business professionals. 

 LO3. Analyze the impact of ethical dilemmas on an organization’s stakeholders.    

 LO4. Apply ethical reasoning to evaluate different courses of action in the face of an ethical dilemma.  

 LO5. Create and defend ethically grounded arguments to win support for your position among colleagues,  

management and stakeholders.     

Readings 
 

Required Texts 

 

Communicating Ethically: Character, Duties, Consequences, and Relationships, William W. Neher and Paul J. Sandin (2017), 

Second Edition, Routledge, ISBN-13: 978-1138221017 (Purchase or rent the Second Edition, which has a gray cover, not the 

First Edition, which has a blue/green cover. The two editions were published more than 10 years apart.)  

 

The Responsible Company: What We’ve Learned from Patagonia’s First 40 Years, Yvon Chouinard and Vincent Stanley, 

Patagonia Books, ISBN-13: 978-0980122787 

 

HBR Guide to Dealing with Conflict, Amy Gallo, Harvard Business School Publishing, ISBN-13: 978-1-63369-215-2 
 

 

 

Articles and book chapters available on Canvas  

http://sps.columbia.edu/communication/executive-master-of-science-in-strategic-communication/faculty/frank-oswald
mailto:frank.oswald@columbia.edu
https://www.amazon.com/Communicating-Ethically-William-Neher/dp/1138221015/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1541456376&sr=8-1&keywords=Communicating+ethically&dpID=41t%252BdX2s6xL&preST=_SY291_BO1,204,203,200_QL40_&dpSrc=srch
https://www.amazon.com/Responsible-Company-Learned-Patagonias-First/dp/0980122783/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1541456235&sr=8-1&keywords=%22the+responsible+company%22
https://www.amazon.com/HBR-Guide-Dealing-Conflict-ebook/dp/B01LZXTY4K/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1541497122&sr=8-1&keywords=HBR+guide+to+dealing+with+conflict&dpID=41lrASBT8PL&preST=_SY445_QL70_&dpSrc=srch
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Argenti, Paul A. (2016), Chapter 2: “The Business Case for CR,” Corporate Responsibility, Thousand Oaks, California: Sage 

Publications (ISBN-13: 978-1483383101) 

 
Bazerman, Max H. and Tenbrunsel, Ann E. (2012), Chapter 1, “The Gap between Intended and Actual Ethical Behavior” and 

Chapter 4, “Why You Aren’t as Ethical as You Think You Are,” Blind Spots: Why We Fail to Do What’s Right and What to Do 

About It, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press (ISBN-13: 978-0691156224) 

 

Brown, Zoe and Tiggemann, Marika, “Attractive celebrity and peer images on Instagram: Effect on women’s mood and body 

image,” Body Image, 19 (2016) 37-43 

 

Gentile, Mary C. (2012), Chapter 8, “Reasons and Rationalizations,” Giving Voice to Values: How to Speak Your Mind When You 

Know What’s Right, New York: New Haven and London: Yale University Press (ISBN-13: 978-0300181562) 

 

Haidt, Jonathan (2013), Chapter 2, “The Intuitive Dog and Its Rational Tail” and Chapter 3, “Elephants Rule,” The Righteous 

Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion, New York: Vintage Books (ISBN-13: 978-0307455772) 

 

Hiekkataipale, Minna-Maaria and Lämsä, Anna-Maija, “Amoral Agents in Organisations? The Significance of Ethical 

Organisation Culture for Middle Managers’ Exercise of Moral Agency in Ethical Problems,” Journal of Business Ethics, March 

22, 2017 

Martin, Kelly D., Borah, Abhishek and Palmatier, Robert W., “Data Privacy: Effects on Customer and Firm Performance,” 

Journal of Marketing, January 2017 

Oswald, Frank J., (2019) Chapter 3: “On Ethical Dilemmas and Purpose-Led Decision Making,” Perspectives on Purpose: 

Building Brands and Businesses for the Twenty-First Century, New York: Routledge (ISBN-13: 978-0367112370) 
 

Weiss, Joseph W. (2014), Chapter 3, “Stakeholder and Issues Management Approaches,” Business Ethics: A Stakeholder and 

Issues Management Approach, Oakland, California: Berrett-Koehler Publishers (ISBN: 9781626561403 

Resources 

Columbia University Library 

Columbia’s extensive library system ranks in the top five academic libraries in the nation, with many of its services and resources 

available online: https://library.columbia.edu/.  

The Writing Center 

If you find yourself struggling with a paper, seek help from the Writing Center. It’s open to Columbia graduate students at no 

additional charge. Visit http://www.college.columbia.edu/core/uwp/writing-center.  

Columbia University Information Technology 

Columbia University Information Technology (CUIT) provides Columbia University students, faculty, and staff with central 

computing and communications services. Students, faculty, and staff may access University-provided discounted software 

downloads (https://columbiait.onthehub.com/).\ 

SPS Academic Resources 

The Office of Student Affairs provides students with academic counseling and support services such as online tutoring and career 

coaching: http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-resources. 

 

 

https://library.columbia.edu/
http://www.college.columbia.edu/core/uwp/writing-center
https://cuit.columbia.edu/
https://columbiait.onthehub.com/)
http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-resources
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Course Requirements (Assignments) 

 
This is a 3-credit graduate-level course. Each class meeting is designed as a graduate seminar requiring student participation. To 

prepare, you must complete all required readings and assignments. 

 

What’s at Stake? (individual assignment, 5%, LO1, LO2)—For this assignment, you will read a case study and be asked to 

identify the specific ethical challenge or challenges it poses and the stakes (potential positive and negative consequences) for the 

organization. I will provide you with a template for submitting your responses, which you can write in narrative or bullet-point 

form. “What’s at Stake?” is designed to help you to recognize the ethical challenges that often go unrecognized by organizations 

and unchallenged by the employees that work there. The assignment will be graded based on the clarity of your responses and the 

thoroughness and accuracy of your analysis. See full instructions and rubric on Canvas. 

 

Do the Right Thing for Whom? (individual assignment, 15%, LO2, LO3) Growing numbers of organizations have adopted “Do 

the Right Thing?” as a convenient shorthand for ethical decision-making. This shorthand neglects an important question, 

however: Do the right thing for whom? For this assignment, you will read a case study and be asked to define the ethical dilemma 

posed by the challenge, to identify all of the stakeholders who might be impacted by the decision, and to analyze the potential 

short-term and long-term consequences to those stakeholders. “Do the Right Thing for Whom?” is designed to help you recognize 

the broad potential consequences of an organization’s actions and to consider those impacts when making decisions. The 

assignment will be graded based on the clarity of your responses and the thoroughness and accuracy of your analysis. See full 

instructions and rubric on Canvas. 

 

Comparative Ethical Reasoning and Analysis (group assignment, 15%, LO4) Working in small teams, you will develop a 

presentation of up to 15 minutes describing one of five different ethical reasoning frameworks contained in our course’s required 

readings and apply that framework to an issue posed in a case study. “Comparative Ethical Reasoning and Analysis” will help you 

to distinguish different ethical reasoning frameworks that are often used to make—or to justify—business and other decisions, 

often resulting in highly different interpretations of the correct course of action to take in a given situation. The assignment will 

be graded based on the clarity and accuracy of your presentation, your ability to correctly analyze the assigned case study through 

the lens of your assigned ethical framework, and your ability to engage your classmates in a discussion about your topic 

(including a Q&A following your presentation). See full instructions and rubric on Canvas. 

 

Winning Internal Support for Your Position (individual assignment, 25%, LO1, LO2, LO3, LO5) Employing ethical analysis 

to determine the best course of action when faced with a business challenge is only half the battle.  How will you persuade others 

in your organization that the course you’ve chosen is the right choice—especially when coworkers, including those with greater 

authority, disagree with your recommendation? For this assignment, you will analyze an assigned case study, using the tools from 

previous assignments, and then develop a persuasive argument (in the form of a script) to convince the leaders of your 

organization to act on your recommendation. “Winning Internal Support for Your Position” enables students to employ the skills 

developed in this class to a real-world communications challenge. The assignment will be graded based on the clarity, accuracy 

and thoroughness of your analysis and your ability to translate that analysis into a persuasive argument to win support for your 

recommendation.  See full instructions and rubric on Canvas. 

 

Winning External Support for Your Position (group assignment, 25%, LO1, LO2, LO3, LO5) Working in small teams, you 

will be asked to employ the skills learned in this class to develop a public position on an ethical issue from the point of view of 

one of five different organizations—each with potentially opposing views. All five teams will present their positions in a 

presentation of up to 15 minutes in the final session of the course and challenge each other’s positions in a Q&A following each 

presentation. “Winning External Support for Your Position” enables students to employ the skills developed in this class to win 

public support for an organizational decision. The assignment will be graded based on the clarity and accuracy of your 

presentation, your ability to form a position consistent with the objectives of the organization you are assigned, your ability to 

deliver a persuasive argument in favor of your position, and to defend that position when challenged by opposing groups. See full 

instructions and rubric on Canvas. 

 

Participation (individual, 15%)—This course requires active listening and discussion. I expect you to complete the required 

readings, participate in all activities, and contribute thoughtfully and regularly in class and on Canvas. Attending class is also 

essential to your participation grade as defined in the Course Policies below. Participation includes: 1) volunteering insights and 
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relevant views that enhance class discussions and help fellow classmates and 2) accurately explaining relevant points from the 

readings and class materials when I call upon you in class. Quality matters as much as quantity. Students must show respect for 

others in discussions, particularly when disagreeing with other students or presenting alternative viewpoints on topics.     

Evaluation/Grading 

 
GENERAL PERFORMANCE RUBRIC 

A+ = Excellent work, beyond expectations. Extremely accomplished, creative, visionary.  

A = Great work, representing the best of what was requested of the assignment. 

A- = Very good work, but would require some minor tweaks to be a model assignment. 

B+ = Good work, meeting major expectations, but could be improved by some reworking. 

B = Solid achievement, meeting most expectations, but would be greatly improved by some reworking. 

B- = Fair achievement, evidencing a broad understanding of requirements, but would require substantial editing or 

restructuring to meet expectations. 

C+ = Below what is generally expected. Key points missed, requiring substantial reworking to meet expectations. 

C = Significantly substandard. Would need major reworking to meet basic expectations. 

C- = Comprehensively substandard: Demonstrates some effort along the lines of the expectations, but would need complete 

reworking to meet expectations. 

D = Assignment submitted, but demonstrates a failure to understand what was required; not acceptable by professional 

standards. 

F = Assignment not done or not done with good-faith effort 

 

The final grade will be calculated as described below: 

FINAL GRADING SCALE 

ASSIGNMENT % Weight 

What’s At Stake? 5% 

Do The Right Thing for Whom? 15% 

Comparative Ethical Reasoning and Analysis 15% 

Winning Internal Support for Your Position 25% 

Winning External Support for Your Position 25% 

Participation 15% 

 

 

 

 

Course Policies  

 
Participation 

This course requires active listening and discussion—in class and on Canvas. I expect you to complete the required readings, 

participate in all activities, and contribute thoughtfully and regularly in class. Contributions may include personal observations, 

relevant examples, critical questions or statements integrating key concepts into discussion. Please note: I may use Canvas or 

Zoom analytics to evaluate your online participation. 

 

Grade Percentage 

A+ 98–100 % 

A 93–97.9 % 

A- 90–92.9 % 

B+ 87–89.9 % 

B 83–86.9 % 

B- 80–82.9 % 

C+ 77–79.9 % 

C 73–76.9 % 

C- 70–72.9 % 

D 60–69.9 % 

F 59.9% and below 
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Attendance 

I expect you to attend all scheduled class meetings and discussions, including online sessions and sessions held during Final 

Exams week. Please arrive on time, respect others and avoid disruptions, such as side conversations. If you must miss a session 

due to illness or family emergency, let me know before the scheduled session via email or text. Ask a classmate for notes and be 

sure to submit all assignments on time. You’re allowed one absence per semester without grade penalty. Additional absences will 

reduce your total course participation grade by one full grade (e.g., from A- to B-) for each absence. More than four absences may 

result in a failing grade for the course.   

 

Laptop, Tablet and Mobile Phone Policy 

Laptops and tablets are encouraged, but only for taking notes and participating in class-related activities. I won’t “police” the 

room to see if you are trolling Instagram, exchanging personal notes or reading Buzzfeed. But if your online activity distracts 

other students, or you are distracted by online activity when I call on you during class, it will meaningfully lower your 

participation grade. Mobile phone use is prohibited once class begins until its conclusion. If you must respond to an urgent 

message or call on your mobile phone, please excuse yourself and do so outside of the classroom. (No exceptions.)  

 

Assignments 

Detailed instructions and rubrics for each assignment will be posted on Canvas. Please consider the posted requirements final. 

Submit assignments as stipulated in the instructions. Written assignments are due via Canvas (not email) before the stated 

deadline or will be considered late. Spoken assignments must be delivered in class, in the prescribed manner, on the due date. For 

each day an assignment is late, it will be marked down by 1/3 of a grade (e.g., A to A- or B+ to B). If you have an emergency, 

please contact the course facilitator or instructor. 

 

I may use an online service, such as Turnitin, to check the originality of your work. See additional information regarding 

Academic Integrity in School Policies below. 

 

Citation & Submission 

All written assignments must use Chicago or AP Style  formatting, cite sources and be submitted via Canvas, not via email.  

 

Presentation Recordings  

Classroom activities may not be recorded except by faculty who use recordings to facilitate feedback. Recordings may not be 

further copied, distributed, emailed, published or otherwise used for any other purpose without the express written consent of the 

instructor. Violations will be subject to review by the SPS Academic Integrity Board. 

School Policies  

Copyright Policy 

Please note—Due to copyright restrictions, online access to this material is limited to instructors and students currently registered 

for this course. Please be advised that by clicking the link to the electronic materials in this course, you have read and accept the 

following: The copyright law of the United States (Title 17, United States Code) governs the making of photocopies or other 

reproductions of copyrighted materials. Under certain conditions specified in the law, libraries and archives are authorized to 

furnish a photocopy or other reproduction. One of these specified conditions is that the photocopy or reproduction is not to be 

"used for any purpose other than private study, scholarship, or research." If a user makes a request for, or later uses, a photocopy 

or reproduction for purposes in excess of "fair use," that user may be liable for copyright infringement. 

Academic Integrity 

Columbia University expects its students to act with honesty and propriety at all times and to respect the rights of others. It is 

fundamental University policy that academic dishonesty in any guise or personal conduct of any sort that disrupts the life of the 

University or denigrates or endangers members of the University community is unacceptable and will be dealt with severely. It is 

essential to the academic integrity and vitality of this community that individuals do their own work and properly acknowledge 

the circumstances, ideas, sources, and assistance upon which that work is based. Academic honesty in class assignments and 

exams is expected of all students at all times. 
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SPS holds each member of its community responsible for understanding and abiding by the SPS Academic Integrity and 

Community Standards posted at http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-integrity-and-community-

standards. You are required to read these standards within the first few days of class. Ignorance of the School's policy concerning 

academic dishonesty shall not be a defense in any disciplinary proceedings. 

Accessibility 

Columbia is committed to providing equal access to qualified students with documented disabilities. A student’s disability status 

and reasonable accommodations are individually determined based upon disability documentation and related information 

gathered through the intake process. For more information regarding this service, please visit the University's Health Services 

website: https://health.columbia.edu/services/ods/support. 

Course Schedule/Course Calendar 
 

 Date Topics  
Readings (Complete  

Before Class) 
In Class Assignment Due 

1   1/23 The Business Case  

for Ethics 

Introduction: the value of 

ethics to businesses, brands 

and communications 

professionals 

Chouinard and Stanley, 

Chpt. 1 “What We Do” [16 

pages] 

 

On Canvas: 

Argenti, “The Business Case 

for CR” [21 pages] 

 

“Get Your Ethics 

On” pre-semester 

survey discussion 

 

 

2 1/30 Identifying Ethical 

Dilemmas 

Differentiating ethical and 

legal obligations; identifying 

your ethical blind spots; 

culture vs. codes 

Neher and Sandin, 

 Chapter 1, “Introduction to 

Comm Ethics” [11 pages] 

 

On Canvas: 

Bazerman and Tenbrunsel, 

Chpt. 1 [15 pages] and Chpt. 

4 [11 pages] 

 

What Would You 

Do: “Riding a 

Fine Line”  

 

Assign teams for 

Session 5 and 6 

group 

presentations 

What’s At 

Stake? 

Individual 

Assignment 

3 2/6 Do the Right Thing for 

Whom? 
Conducting stakeholder 

analysis of positive and 

negative consequences  

Chouinard and Stanley, 

Chpt. 3 [13 pages], Chpt.5 

[16 pages] and Chpt. 6 [5 

pages] 

 

On Canvas: 

Weiss, Chapter 3, 

“Stakeholder and Issues 

Management Approaches” 

pgs. 136-153 [17 pages] 

 

Opening Your 

Aperture of 

Empathy  

 

4 2/13 Moral Agency 

Who has responsibility for 

ethical decisions; 

distinguishing values  

and drives in moral agents 

 

Neher and Sandin, 

Chapter 2 [20 pages] 

 

On Canvas: 

Hiekkataipale and Lämsä, 

“(A)moral Agents…”  

[15 Pages] 

 

The Battle of 

Values Vs. Drives 
Do The Right 

Thing for 

Whom? 

Individual 

Assignment 

http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-integrity-and-community-standards
http://sps.columbia.edu/student-life-and-alumni-relations/academic-integrity-and-community-standards
https://health.columbia.edu/services/ods/support
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5 2/20 Ethical Reasoning & 

Analysis (Part 1)  
Character- and duty-based 

frameworks 

 

Neher and Sandin, 

Chapter 3 [22 pages]; 

Chapter 4 [26 pages] 

Comp. Ethical 

Reasoning and 

Analysis Group 

Presentations 

Comp. Ethical 

Reasoning and 

Analysis Group 

Presentations 

6 2/27 Ethical Reasoning & 

Analysis (Part 2) 

Consequence-based, 

relationship-based and post-

modern frameworks  

 

Neher and Sandin,  

Chapter 5 [16 pages]; 

Chapter 6 [26 pages] 

 

Comp. Ethical 

Reasoning and 

Analysis Group 

Presentations 

Comp. Ethical 

Reasoning and 

Analysis Group 

Presentations 

 
7 3/6 Ethical Reasoning & 

Analysis (Part 3) 

Integrated ethical framework 

for analyzing real world 

issues/challenges 

On Canvas: 

Oswald, “On Ethical 

Dilemmas and Purpose-Led 

Decision Making” [21 

Pages] 

 

Week 5/6 

Reflection; 

Comparative Case 

Study Discussion 

 

8 3/13 Create and Defend 

Ethically Grounded 

Arguments (Part 1): How 

Do You Stop a Charging 

Elephant?  

Assessing the situation, 

choosing a course of action, 

adopting the decision 

maker’s mindset  

 

Gallo, Chpt. 2 [14 pages]; 

Chpt. 3 [9 pages]; Chpt. 4 

[17 pages] 

 

On Canvas:  

Haidt, “The Intuitive Dog 

and Its Rational Tail” [24 

pages] and “Elephants Rule” 

[20 pages] 

Case Study 

Workshop (Part 1)  

 

 3/20 SPRING BREAK 

NO CLASS 

   

9 3/27 Create and Defend 

Ethically Grounded 

Arguments (Part 2): 

Making Your Case 

Crafting a winning argument  

 

Gallo, Chpt. 5 [12 pages]; 

Chpt. 6 [23 pages]; Chpt. 7 

[9 pages] 

 

On Canvas: 

Gentile, “Reasons and 

Rationalizations” [40 pages] 

 

Case Study 

Workshop (Part 2) 

 

10 4/3 Comm. Ethics Issues: 

Truth, Lies and Misleading 

Audiences 

Tricks and trust, deception 

and puffery, the tyranny of 

metrics 

 

Neher and Sandin,  

Chapter 12 [22 pages]; 

 

 

 Winning 

Internal Support 

for Your Position 

Individual 

Assignment 
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11 4/10 Comm. Ethics Issues:  

Data Privacy and Micro-

Targeting 

Use and misuse of data to 

target audiences; the trouble 

with transparency 

 

On Canvas: 

Martin, Bora and Palmatier, 

“Data Privacy: Effects on 

Customer and Firm 

Performance” [22 pages] 

  

12 4/17 Comm. Ethics Issues:  

Race and Gender in  

Media and Messaging 

Stereotyping, photo 

manipulation, personal 

image    

 

Neher and Sandin, 

Chapter 8 [28 pages] 

 

On Canvas 

Brown and Tiggemann, 

“Attractive celebrity and 

peer images…” [6 pages] 

 

“The danger of a 

single story” 

 

13 4/24 The Rise of Conscious 

Capitalism 

The role of communications 

in helping to lead purpose-

led businesses 

 

Perspectives on Purpose: 

Building Brands and 

Businesses for the Twenty-

First Century  

  

14 5/1 Conclusion and Final 

Group Presentations 

 

 Winning 

External 

Support for 

Your Position 

Group 

Presentation 

 

Winning 

External 

Support for 

Your Position 

Group 

Presentation 

 

 


